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Abstract 


The  Marine  Corps  Concept  for  Distributed  Operations  (D.O.)  builds  on  the  concepts 
of  Operational  Maneuver  from  the  Sea  and  Ship  to  Objective  Maneuver.  It  envisions 
dispersing  highly-capable,  networked,  tactical  units  across  the  battlespace  to  maximize  the 
Joint  Force  Commander’s  operational  reach  and  the  effects  of  Joint  Fires  through  the 
generation  of  operations  driven  by  timely,  persistent,  actionable  intelligence.  Distributed 
operations  will  enhance  the  Joint  Force  Commander’s  ability  to  leverage  operational 
intelligence,  maneuver  and  fires  in  a  manner  that  optimizes  the  effects  of  the  operational 
factors  of  Force,  Time  and  Space.  This  will  enable  the  Joint  Force  Commander  to  translate 
the  tactical  capabilities  provided  by  D.O.  into  operational  effects.  A  historical  case 
highlighting  the  British  22nd  Special  Air  Service  Regiment’s  distributed  operations  in  the 
Falklands/Malvinas  Conflict  is  used  to  illustrate  how  this  can  be  achieved.  Finally,  obstacles 
to  employing  D.O.  in  a  Joint  Environment  are  identified  and  recommendations  for 
overcoming  these  obstacles  are  provided. 
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Introduction 


“ Achieving  strategic  objectives  may  not  call  for  large-scale  operations  but 
rather  many  distributed  operations  unified  by  common  purpose.  The  Joint 
Force  conducts  distributed  operations  to  match  its  strengths  against  the 
adversary ’s  critical  vulnerabilities.  The  future  Joint  Force  will  be 
capable  of  conducting  and  supporting  distributed  non-linear  operations  in 
a  singular  battlespace.  ” 

On  25  April  2005,  General  Michael  W.  Hagee,  33rd  Commandant  of  the  Marine 
Corps,  formally  introduced  the  Marine  Corps  Concept  for  Distributed  Operations  (D.O.). 

The  D.O.  concept  was  borne  out  of  a  formal  Marine  Corps  examination  of  ways  that  the 
Marine  Corps  could  “...meet  some  of  the  critical  capability  gaps  of  the  combatant 
commanders,  particularly  gaps  in  actionable  intelligence  and  the  ability  to  apply  tailored 
combat  power. . . .”  In  November  2004,  the  Marine  Corps  Warfighting  Lab  (MCWL) 
initiated  an  ongoing  experimentation  plan,  dubbed  Sea  Viking  06,  which  has  focused  on 
experimentation  of  the  D.O.  concept  at  the  Marine  squad  and  platoon  level  with  the  ultimate 
goal  of  implementing  the  concept  as  an  infantry  battalion  capability  in  early  2007. 

Much  has  been  written  on  distributed  operations  since  the  concept  was  first 
introduced.  While  most  of  the  authors  have  focused  on  considerations  for  experimentation 
and  implementation  of  D.O. ,  two  General  Officers  and  the  Director  of  the  MCWL  Sea 
Viking  Division  have  commented  that  D.O.  will  provide  operational-level  commanders  an 
operational-level  capability.  There  is  a  void  in  the  D.O.  literature,  however,  on  how  D.O. 
will  provide  the  Joint  Force  Commander  (JFC)  a  capability  relevant  at  the  operational  level 
of  war.  While  one  author  recognized  this  “conceptual  void”,  nothing  has  been  written  on 
how  this  will  be  achieved.4  This  paper  is  intended  to  begin  filling  that  conceptual  void. 

As  the  existing  D.O.  literature  points  out  and  as  will  be  demonstrated  below,  D.O.  is 
not  a  new  concept.  Many  armies  throughout  history  have  employed  D.O.,  although  not  under 
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the  title  of  distributed  operations.  Significant  advances  in  technology  and  new  ways  of 
thinking  brought  on  by  Department  of  Defense  efforts  to  transform  have,  however,  created 
the  right  conditions  to  enable  conventional  ground  forces  to  utilize  this  tactical  capability  to 
achieve  operational  level  effects.  The  Marine  Corps  Distributed  Operations  Concept,  when 
implemented,  will  directly  support  Operational  Maneuver  from  the  Sea  (OMFTS)  and  enable 
the  Joint  Force  Commander  to  achieve  operational  effects  through  the  employment  of 
superbly-trained  and  equipped,  conventional,  small  units.  The  manner  in  which  D.O.  will 
significantly  enhance  key  joint  operational  functions  and  optimize  the  effects  of  the 
operational  factors  of  Force,  Time  and  Space  will  enable  the  JFC  to  translate  the  tactical 
capabilities  provided  by  D.O.  into  operational  effects. 

Operational  Maneuver  from  the  Sea  and  Distributed  Operations 
The  Marine  Corps’  approach  to  expeditionary  warfare  at  the  operational  level  of  war 
is  Operational  Maneuver  from  the  Sea  (OMFTS).  This  overarching  operational  concept 
seeks  to  exploit  adversary  critical  vulnerabilities  in  order  to  bypass  his  strengths  and 
decisively  defeat  his  center  of  gravity.  Capitalizing  on  technological  enhancements  in 
Command  and  Control  (C2),  Intelligence,  Surveillance  and  Reconnaissance  (ISR),  logistics 
and  long-range  precision  weapons,  OMFTS  seeks  to  exploit  the  sea  as  a  safe  haven  from 
enemy  detection  and  targeting,  a  base  for  C2  and  logistics  operations,  and  as  maneuver  space 
to  gain  a  positional  and  temporal  advantage  over  the  enemy.5  Ship  to  Objective  Maneuver 
(STOM)  is  a  forcible  entry  application  of  OMFTS  that  further  leverages  improvements  in  C2 
capabilities  and  the  enhanced  mobility  provided  by  the  MV-22  Osprey  and  the  Expeditionary 
Fighting  Vehicle.  As  opposed  to  conventional  amphibious  operations  where  ground  forces 
conduct  an  amphibious  assault  followed  by  the  establishment  and  buildup  of  a  lodgment 
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prior  to  maneuvering  against  operational  objectives,  STOM  seeks  to  maneuver  combat  forces 
from  a  sea  base,  bypassing  enemy  forward  defenses,  directly  to  operational  objectives.6 


Figure  1:  Graphic  Conceptualization  of  STOM  and  D.O.7 


Distributed  operations  builds  on  these  operational  concepts  and  further  complicates 
the  enemy’s  dilemma  created  by  OMFTS  and  STOM  through  the  employment  of  dispersed 
tactical  units  “across  the  depth  and  breadth  of  the  nonlinear  battlespace,  in  order  to  achieve 
favorable  intelligence-driven  engagements  consistent  with  the  Joint  Force  Commander’s 

o 

overall  plan.”  It  envisions  dispersing  superbly-trained  and  equipped  tactical  units  across  the 
battlespace  that  are  connected  via  an  over-the-horizon,  on-the-move  (OTH/OM)  Command 
and  Control  (C2)  network  and  that  are  supported  by  highly-responsive  Marine  Air-Ground 
Task  Force  (MAGTF)  and  Joint  Fires.  While  these  forces  will  be  capable  of  operating 
clandestinely,  they  will  not  do  so  exclusively.  More  often  than  not,  they  will  operate  overtly, 
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relying  on  organic  vehicles  and  MAGTF  aviation  that  will  enable  distributed  forces  to  re¬ 
aggregate,  or  mass,  to  conduct  conventional  ground  component  tasks  as  the  situation 
dictates.9 

Distributed  operations  will  be  implemented  in  the  Marine  Corps  as  an  “additive 

capability”;  that  is,  D.O.  will  not  drastically  change  how  infantry  units  are  organized  or 

fight.10  Rather,  D.O.  will  provide  an  additional  capability  that  the  JFC  can  leverage  to 

accomplish  the  mission.  The  key  enablers  for  this  capability  are,  in  order  of  importance, 

education,  training  and  technology.  (For  a  detailed  discussion  of  these  enablers,  see 

Enclosure  (1).)  Enhanced  education  will  provide  small-unit  leaders  (fire  team,  squad  and 

platoon  leaders)  with  the  decision-making  skills  required  to  effectively  lead  a  D.O.  force  that 

is  separated  from  its  higher  headquarters.  Training  will  focus  on  building  “brilliance  at  the 

basics”  11  of  a  finite  set  of  individual  skills  and  the  mastery  of  advanced  collective  tasks  such 

as  reconnaissance  patrolling  and  conducting  raids.  Technology  will  aid  the  application  of 

tactical  skills,  speed  decision-making,  enhance  coordinated  action,  and  enable  the  precise 

12 

application  of  firepower. 

Distributed  Operations’  Influence  on  Operational  Art 

Distributed  operations  will  provide  the  JFC  with  capabilities  that  enhance  the 
application  of  Operational  Art  thereby  improving  the  ability  to  rapidly  achieve  assigned 
objectives.  First,  it  will  optimize  the  effects  that  the  operational  factors  of  Force,  Time  and 
Space  impose  on  Joint  Force  operations.  Second,  distributed  operations  will  improve  the 
JFC’s  ability  to  leverage  the  Operational  Functions  of  intelligence,  fires,  and  maneuver 
against  an  adversary. 

Distributed  Operations  and  Time,  Space  and  Force 
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The  employment  of  distributed  operations  will  expand  the  JFC’s  area  of  influence  by 
enabling  him  to  influence  more  space  with  fewer  forces.13  By  dispersing  D.O.  capable  forces 
across  the  battlespace,  the  JFC’s  ability  to  collect  information  as  well  as  locate  and  target 
high-payoff  targets  (HPTs)  is  greatly  increased.  The  D.O.  capable  force’s  ability  to  disperse 
and  re-aggregate  as  required  will  enable  the  JFC  to  identify  and  dominate  decisive  points 
more  efficiently  than  could  be  accomplished  with  conventional  forces. 

Distributed  operations  will  enhance  the  ability  of  the  JFC  to  set  and  maintain  a  tempo 
of  operations  that  the  enemy  cannot  cope  with.  By  “redistributing  decisionmaking”  through 
the  employment  of  a  D.O.  capable  force  that  shares  a  common  situational  awareness  and  is 
enabled  to  make  quick  decisions  based  on  commander’s  intent,  the  JFC  will  better  be  able  to 
create  and  exploit  opportunities  while  simultaneously  creating  dilemmas  for  the  enemy.14  By 
continually  driving  the  tempo  of  operations  through  decentralized  execution  enabled  by 
distributed  operations,  the  JFC  will  push  the  enemy  decision  cycle  beyond  its  ability  to  cope 
and  destroy  the  enemy’s  cohesion.  With  the  JFC  fully  in  control  of  ground  operations  tempo, 
the  Joint  Force  ability  to  psychologically  dislocate  the  enemy  commander  by  continually 
disrupting  his  decision  cycle  will  allow  the  JFC  to  impose  his  will  at  the  time  and  the  place  of 
his  choosing. 

The  employment  of  D.O.  capable  ground  forces  will  increase  the  ability  of  the  JFC  to 
target  and  attack  the  enemy  ground  forces  while  reducing  the  enemy’s  ability  to  target  and 
attack  the  Joint  Force  land  component.  Distributed  forces  that  are  capable  of  massing  the 
effects  of  joint  fires  without  presenting  a  massed  target  themselves  will  frustrate  the  enemy’s 
ability  to  target  them,  reducing  the  Joint  Force’s  exposure  and  vulnerabilities.  Additionally, 
the  physical  and  electronic  signature  created  by  numerous  dispersed  D.O.  units  across  the 
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battlespace  will  confuse  the  enemy  and  cause  him  to  hesitate  while  he  tries  to  discern  the 
distributed  force’s  disposition,  focus  of  effort  and  intent.  The  enemy’s  hesitation  will 
prolong  his  decision  cycle  until  it  is  too  late  to  take  effective  counter-action  against  the  Joint 
Force.  Furthermore,  the  ability  of  D.O.  forces  to  pull  conventional  forces  through  gaps  will 
enable  the  JFC  to  delay  the  decision  on  where  the  focus  of  effort  will  be,  further 
complicating  the  enemy’s  ability  to  take  timely,  effective  counter-action.15  Finally,  the 
inability  of  the  enemy  to  discern  an  understandable  pattern  of  operations  may  cause  him  to 
mass  his  forces.  By  doing  so,  the  enemy  will  expose  those  forces  to  the  effects  of  precision 
fires  delivered  by  the  D.O.  force.  When  the  enemy  disperses  to  protect  his  forces  from  the 
effects  of  these  precision  fires,  he  then  exposes  his  forces  to  the  combined  arms  fires  of  the 
D.O.  force  when  it  re-aggregates.16  In  this  manner,  the  employment  of  D.O.  forces  can 
cripple  the  enemy’s  ability  to  make  timely  decisions  that  effectively  counteract  the  Joint 
Force’s  actions,  leading  to  successive  enemy  reactions  that  expose  compounding 
vulnerabilities  which  the  Joint  Force  can  decisively  exploit. 

Distributed  Operations  and  the  Operational  Functions 

The  employment  of  D.O.  forces  will  enhance  the  JFC’s  ability  to  collect  timely, 
actionable  intelligence.  While  intelligence  collection  will  likely  not  be  the  D.O.  force’s 
primary  mission,  every  D.O.  unit  distributed  across  the  battlespace  will  be  an  intelligence 
collector  that  is  specifically  trained  and  equipped  to  collect  and  report  timely,  actionable 
intelligence.  Unlike  conventional  units,  the  individuals  in  the  D.O.  force  will  be  specifically 
trained  as  intelligence  collectors.  The  OTH/OM  communications  capability  resident  in  the 
D.O.  force  will  vastly  improve  the  reporting  and  dissemination  of  information  by  enabling 
the  distributed  force  to  report  over  greater  distances  more  reliably.  Furthermore,  the  D.O. 
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force  will  provide  persistent  intelligence.  The  D.O.  force’s  enhanced  organic  firepower  and 
ability  to  re-aggregate  as  required  enables  the  D.O.  force  to  operate  overtly  and  remain 
oriented  on  an  area  of  interest  for  an  extended  period,  establishing  a  level  of  situational 

1 7 

awareness  that  conventional  reconnaissance  forces  cannot  provide. 

In  addition  to  enhancing  the  JFC’s  ability  to  collect  intelligence,  the  D.O.  force  will 
improve  the  JFC’s  ability  to  act  on  intelligence.  In  the  D.O.  force,  the  capability  to  conduct 
tenninal  attack  control  is  resident  at  a  much  lower  echelon  than  in  conventional  forces. 
Because  this  capability  is  resident  at  a  lower  echelon  in  the  distributed  force,  not  only  will 
the  JFC  have  more  sensors  operating  across  the  battlespace,  these  sensors  will  also  be 
tenninal  attack  controllers.  This  will  shorten  the  sensor  to  shooter  loop,  drastically 
improving  the  JFC’s  ability  to  deliver  the  decisive  effects  of  Joint  Fires  on  fleeting  HPTs. 
This  will  enable  the  JFC  to  exploit  opportunities  that  could  not  be  exploited  through  the 
employment  of  conventional,  non-distributed  forces. 

The  increased  ability  of  the  JFC  to  leverage  intelligence  and  fires  creates  concomitant 
opportunities  for  operational  maneuver.  By  rapidly  identifying  areas  that  the  enemy  is 
neglecting  or  where  the  enemy  force  is  relatively  weaker,  the  D.O.  force  enables  the  JFC  to 
pull  his  forces  through  these  gaps,  exploiting  them  through  rapid  maneuver.  This  is  known 
as  reconnaissance  pull.  Alternately,  when  gaps  are  not  readily  apparent,  the  JFC  can 
leverage  the  ability  of  the  D.O.  force  to  deliver  lethal  fires  in  order  to  neutralize  or  destroy 
enemy  capabilities  and,  as  a  result,  create  gaps  that  can  be  subsequently  exploited  through 
operational  maneuver.  By  pulling  the  land  component  through  the  enemy’s  gaps,  attacking 
key  enemy  surfaces  and  complicating  the  enemy’s  ability  to  identify  the  Joint  Force’s  focus 


7 


of  effort,  distributed  operations  enables  Joint  Forcible  Entry  Operations  and  subsequent 
JFLCC  operations  inland. 

Translating  Tactical  Capabilities  into  Operational  Effects:  A  Case  Study 

As  explained  above,  D.O.  capable  forces  provide  the  JFC  with  an  enhanced  ability  to 
generate  persistent,  timely  intelligence  that  generates  superior  situational  awareness  across 
the  force  and  enables  him  to  take  decisive  action  through  operational  maneuver  and  the 
precise  application  of  joint  fires.  A  historical  example  that  demonstrates  how  a  D.O.  force 
translated  its  tactical  capabilities  into  operational  effects  is  found  in  the  British  22nd  Special 
Air  Service  Regiment’s  actions  in  the  Falklands/Malvinas  Conflict  of  1982. 

Setting  the  Stage 


Figure  2:  Falkland  Islands  Map19 

After  the  Argentine  army  invaded  the  Falkland  Islands  on  2  April  1982,  Major 
General  Mario  Menendez,  the  Argentine  commander,  concentrated  the  majority  of  his  forces 
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on  East  Falkland  and  established  smaller  detachments  on  West  Falkland  and  on  South 

Georgia,  an  outlying  island  located  approximately  1000  miles  southeast  of  the  main  Falkland 

Islands.  Menendez  organized  his  main  defensive  positions  around  Port  Stanley  and  Goose 

Green,  while  he  established  strong  outposts  throughout  the  islands  at  points  where  he  thought 

the  British  would  land  in  an  attempt  to  retake  the  islands.  Once  the  British  attacked, 

Menendez  planned  to  maneuver  reinforcements  from  Port  Stanley,  using  a  fleet  of  heavy  and 

medium  lift  helicopters,  into  positions  to  defeat  the  British  landing  force.  The  operational 

mobility  provided  by  these  helicopters  was  an  essential  component  to  the  Argentine 

defensive  plan.  As  such,  Menendez  moved  them  daily  and  camouflaged  them  on  the  ground 

to  protect  them  from  British  attack.'  The  Argentine  plan  also  called  for  intense  air  attacks 

against  the  British  ground  troops  and  naval  shipping.  The  majority  of  the  air  support  would 

be  provided  by  attack  aircraft  forward  deployed  on  the  islands.  Neutralizing  these  Argentine 

2 1 

air  forces  was,  therefore,  of  major  concern  to  British  planners.' 

The  British  responded  to  the  Argentine  invasion  by  deploying  a  joint  task  force  to 
retake  the  Falklands.  Because  the  British  had  almost  no  information  on  the  composition, 
disposition,  activities  or  intent  of  the  Argentine  forces  on  the  islands,  the  assault  would  be 
preceded  by  Special  Air  Service  (SAS)  advance  force  operations  to  gather  this  information 
and  interdict  high  value  targets  as  they  were  identified.  The  operations  undertaken  by  the 
SAS  in  this  conflict  were,  in  essence,  distributed  operations.  Well  equipped,  superbly-trained 
SAS  units,  ranging  in  size  from  special  reconnaissance  teams  to  troops,  were  distributed 
across  the  Falkland  Islands  and  South  Georgia  to  gain  critical  intelligence  on  the  battlespace 
and  the  Argentine  forces.  When  the  intelligence  developed  by  these  forces  presented 
opportunities  for  decisive  action,  the  SAS  massed  its  forces,  or  the  effects  of  joint  fires,  to 


9 


attack  HPTs  and  control  decisive  points.  As  demonstrated  below,  these  actions  achieved 
operational  effects  for  the  British  Task  Force. 

SAS  Distributed  Operations 

In  concert  with  the  Task  Force  Commander’s  plan,  the  SAS  inserted  eight  patrols 
from  G  Squadron  onto  the  Falklands  between  30  April  and  2  May.  Because  virtually  nothing 
was  known  about  the  Argentine  positions  on  the  islands,  the  SAS  distributed  the  patrols 
across  East  and  West  Falkland  to  conduct  reconnaissance  and  surveillance  near  all  the  main 
population  centers  in  order  to  detennine  the  disposition,  composition  and  activities  of  the 
enemy  forces.”  Over  the  next  six  weeks,  the  patrols  remained  undetected  by  Argentine 
forces  while  they  reported  critical  intelligence  and  raised  havoc  with  the  enemy’s  defensive 
plan. 

The  SAS  patrols  provided  the  British  Task  Force  with  timely,  persistent  intelligence 
reporting  that  painted  an  accurate  picture  of  the  enemy’s  defensive  scheme.  They  identified 
the  main  Argentine  headquarters  at  Port  Stanley,  the  location  and  disposition  of  numerous 
enemy  outposts,  the  enemy’s  main  defensive  position  at  Darwin/Goose  Green  and  the 
absence  of  enemy  positions  in  two  key  positions:  the  planned  British  landing  site  at  San 
Carlos  and  the  high  ground  surrounding  Port  Stanley.24  The  SAS’  superior  mobility  and 
rapid  decision-making,  hallmarks  of  a  D.O.  force,  enabled  the  distributed  SAS  force  to  mass 
and  seize  Mount  Kent,  key  terrain  dominating  the  Argentine  positions  around  Port  Stanley 
that  the  Argentines  had  failed  to  occupy.  The  SAS  held  it  for  four  days  against  repeated 
Argentine  attacks  until  conventional  British  forces  relieved  the  SAS  position.”  The  SAS’ 
ability  to  mass  and  conduct  conventional  ground  operations  for  an  extended  duration,  as  they 
did  on  Mount  Kent,  demonstrates  a  key  capability  of  a  D.O.  force.  From  Mount  Kent’s 
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dominant  position,  the  Argentines  could  have  delivered  high  volumes  of  effective  fire  against 
the  British  as  they  approached  Port  Stanley  had  the  SAS  not  secured  it  as  they  did.26 

More  importantly,  SAS  distributed  operations  destroyed  two  key  components  of  the 
Argentine  plan  to  defend  the  islands:  operational  mobility  and  offensive  air  power.  In  the 
first  case,  a  four-man  G  Squadron  patrol  tracked  General  Menendez’s  helicopters  around 
East  Falkland  for  twenty-six  days.  After  two  failed  attempts  to  direct  air  strikes  against  the 
helicopters,  the  patrol  finally  succeeded  in  destroying  the  majority  of  the  helicopters  with  a 
naval  air  strike  on  20  May.  The  patrol’s  destruction  of  the  helicopters  stripped  the 
Argentines  of  operational  mobility,  eliminated  their  ability  to  counter-attack  the  main  British 
landings  at  San  Carlos  with  reinforcements  from  their  main  positions  at  Port  Stanley  or 
Goose  Green  and  demonstrates  how  a  D.O.  force  can  be  employed  to  mass  the  effects  of 
Joint  Fires  to  destroy  a  HPT. 

In  the  second  case,  a  patrol  from  D  Squadron  inserted  onto  Pebble  Island  on  1 1  May 
located  eleven  Argentine  Pucara  ground  attack  aircraft.  Over  the  next  four  days  the  patrol 
produced  detailed  reporting  on  the  enemy  disposition  at  the  airfield.  The  intelligence 
provided  by  the  D  Squadron  patrol  enabled  the  remainder  of  the  squadron  to  mass  and 
conduct  a  raid  on  14  May  that  destroyed  all  of  the  aircraft  and  stripped  the  Argentines  of  one 
third  of  their  available  ground  attack  aircraft.  This  is  an  excellent  example  of  how  a  small, 
D.O.  element  can  cue  the  re-aggregation  of  the  D.O.  force  to  mass  the  effects  of  maneuver 
and  organic  fires  in  order  to  destroy  a  HPT. 

Operational  Effects 

The  SAS’  operations  in  the  Falklands  aptly  demonstrate  how  the  employment  of 
distributed  operations  can  translate  tactical  capabilities  into  operational  effects.  “The  single 
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most  important  strategic  [sfc]  weakness  facing  planners  was  the  lack  of  intelligence  on 
Argentine  forces.”29  The  distributed  SAS  forces  produced  timely,  actionable,  persistent 
intelligence  on  the  Argentine  defensive  positions  throughout  the  islands  that  was  used 
extensively  to  develop  the  plan  for  the  British  land  operations.  Equally  important,  they 
identified  areas  that  the  Argentine  forces  did  not  occupy,  enabling  the  British  land  force  to 
exploit  these  areas  in  their  amphibious  assault  and  approach  marches  in  a  classic  example  of 
reconnaissance  pull.31 

Additionally,  the  distributed  SAS  forces  provided  timely  targeting  information  on 
HPTs,  such  as  the  Argentine  troop  lift  helicopters  and  Pucara  ground  attack  aircraft.  The 
unique  capabilities  of  the  SAS,  such  as  their  over-the-horizon  communications  capabilities, 
ability  to  terminally  control  attack  aircraft,  mass  the  effects  of  Joint  Fires  and  re-aggregate  to 
conduct  conventional  attacks  and  raids,  enabled  the  SAS  to  immediately  interdict  these  HPTs 
and  expose  critical  vulnerabilities  in  the  Argentine  defensive  plan.  These  critical 
vulnerabilities,  once  exploited  by  the  British,  led  directly  to  the  defeat  of  Argentina’s 
operational  center  of  gravity:  the  III  and  X  Brigades  defending  at  Darwin/Goose  Green  and 
Port  Stanley.  ~  (See  Enclosure  (2)  for  an  analysis  of  Argentina’s  critical  factors  and  centers 
of  gravity  in  the  Falklands  War.)  U.S.  distributed  operations  will  leverage  the  same  unique 
capabilities  that  the  SAS  demonstrated  in  the  Falklands  to  achieve  operational  effects  for  the 
JFC. 

Opposing  View 

Operational  Art  theorists  may  argue  that  the  effects  achieved  by  the  D.O.  force  are 
tactical,  rather  than  operational.  They  will  point  out  that  the  intelligence  generated  by  the 
D.O.  force  is  tactical  intelligence  because  it  deals  primarily  with  the  physical,  tangible 
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aspects  of  the  enemy  force  in  a  limited  region  of  the  battlespace.33  They  will  argue  that 
operational  intelligence  relates  to  “all  aspects  of  the  situation  in  a  given  theater  of  operations 
plus  adjacent  areas  of  interest.”34  These  theorists  will  also  argue  that  the  fires  employed  by 
the  D.O.  force  are  tactical  rather  than  operational,  because  these  fires  should  be  considered 
Close  Air  Support  (CAS),  which  are  tactical  fires  that  support  .  .forces  in  direct  contact 
with  the  enemy. .  .are  planned  and  conducted  by  tactical  commanders.  . .  .They  are  aimed  to 
hit  targets  in  the  tactical  depth  of  the  enemy’s  or  one’s  own  defenses.”  They  will  argue  that 
in  order  for  fires  to  be  considered  operational,  they  must  be  planned  by  an  operational 

36 

commander,  intended  to  shape  the  battlespace  and  achieve  operational  objectives. 

While  an  understanding  of  the  differences  between  intelligence  and  fires  at  the 
operational  and  tactical  levels  of  war  is  very  important,  a  strict,  narrow  adherence  to  the 
definitions  offered  above  that  discounts  any  ‘gray  areas’  between  the  two  ignores  the 
potential  for  tactical  actions  to  achieve  operational  or  strategic  effects.  Furthermore,  this 
argument  fails  to  recognize  that  D.O.  forces  can  be  employed  at  the  operational  level  of  war 
deliberately  to  achieve  operational  effects.  The  essence  of  operational  art  is  synchronizing 
tactical  actions  to  achieve  operational  effects.  As  demonstrated  above,  distributed  operations 
provide  the  JFC  an  enhanced  ability  to  do  exactly  this. 

Although  the  information  collected  and  reported  by  the  front  line  D.O.  units  may  be 
tactical  within  the  strict  context  outlined  above,  when  the  JFC  intelligence  staff  analyzes  that 
tactical  information  and  identifies  enemy  operational  critical  vulnerabilities  that  the  JFC  can 
rapidly  exploit  through  operational  maneuver  or  fires,  the  tactical  intelligence  provided  by 
D.O.  units  has  achieved  operational  effects.  Furthermore,  as  demonstrated  by  the  Falklands 
case  study  above,  when  the  JFC  employs  distributed  operations  specifically  to  locate,  fix  and 
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neutralize  operational-level  HPTs,  the  intelligence  provided  by  the  D.O.  force  that  locates 
those  HPTs  and  exposes  them  to  effective  targeting  has  produced  operational  effects. 

Finally,  because  Distributed  operations  will  enable  the  JFC  to  distribute  networked  forces 
persistently  across  an  expanded  battlespace,  the  combined  effects  of  D.O.  intelligence 
collection  will  greatly  enhance  the  generation  of  actionable  intelligence.  While  the 
intelligence  provided  by  any  of  the  D.O.  units  in  and  of  itself  is  tactical,  the  fusion  of  all  of 
the  intelligence  gathered  and  reported  by  the  D.O.  units  spread  across  the  battlespace  will 
provide  the  JFC  enhanced  situational  awareness  that  can  be  exploited  to  achieve  operational 
effects. 

Furthermore,  although  theorists  are  technically  correct  in  arguing  that  the 
employment  of  CAS  is  considered  tactical  fires,  when  a  D.O.  unit  employs  CAS  to  neutralize 
or  destroy  an  operational-level  HPT  that  directly  contributes  to  the  defeat  or  destruction  of 
the  enemy’s  operational  center  of  gravity,  those  tactical  fires  have  achieved  operational 
effects.  The  SAS’  destruction  of  Argentine  helicopters  through  the  employment  of  CAS 
achieved  just  such  an  operational  effect  in  the  Falklands  War.  Furthermore,  due  to  the 
unique  capabilities  of  the  D.O.  force  to  conduct  OTH/OM  communications,  operate  in  a 
distributed  manner  across  extended  ranges  and  conduct  terminal  attack  control,  the 
capabilities  of  the  D.O.  force  expand  beyond  CAS  to  an  interdiction  capability  that  can  be 
planned  and  executed  at  an  operational  depth  to  shape  the  battlespace.  These  capabilities 
provide  the  JFC  with  an  additional  tool  to  locate,  fix  and  deliver  effective  fires  on 
operational-level  HPTs  throughout  the  battlespace. 

Conclusions  and  Recommendations 
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Distributed  operations  provide  the  JFC  with  an  additional  tool  to  accomplish  the 
assigned  mission.  Distributed  operations  are  not,  however,  a  panacea.  The  employment  of 
distributed  operations  will  not  be  appropriate  for  every  situation  the  JFC  encounters.  There 
will  be  situations  where  the  threat  to  a  distributed  force  exceeds  the  potential  gain  of 
employing  the  force  in  a  distributed  manner.  In  fact,  initial  experimentation  conducted  by 
the  MCWL  has  identified  that  the  employment  of  D.O.  may  not  be  appropriate  in  urban 
environments  or  in  situations  where  the  enemy  is  capable  of  locally  massing  more  combat 
power  than  the  D.O.  unit  can  generate.  As  with  all  other  operations,  the  JFC  will  need  to 
make  a  calculated  risk  assessment  before  committing  the  D.O.  force  to  a  given  situation/ 

The  successful  employment  of  distributed  operations,  like  all  other  operations,  will  depend 
on  the  hard  work  of  planners  and  the  sound  judgment  of  commanders. 

There  are  several  obstacles  that  must  be  overcome  before  distributed  operations  can 
be  successfully  employed  in  a  Joint  environment.  First,  the  Joint  Force  Commander  and  his 
staff  must  understand  distributed  operations,  what  it  can  and  cannot  achieve,  and  the 
considerations  for  employment  of  a  distributed  operations  force.  The  experimentation  being 
conducted  by  the  MCWL  will  identify  the  employment  considerations  for,  and  the  limitations 
of,  distributed  operations.  The  proponent  of  the  concept,  the  Marine  Corps,  must  begin 
educating  current  and  future  Joint  Force  Commanders  on  D.O.  capabilities  and  limitations 
now.  This  may  be  accomplished  in  two  ways.  First,  the  Marine  Corps  should  provide 
education  on  the  subject  at  the  various  War  Colleges  in  order  to  expose  future  Joint  Staff 
Officers  and  Joint  Force  Commanders  to  the  concept  now.  Second,  the  Marine  Corps  should 
work  with  Joint  Forces  Command  to  integrate  the  concept  into  joint  war  games  to  familiarize 
the  joint  community  with  the  concept’s  capabilities,  employment  considerations  and 
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limitations.  Possessing  the  capabilities  provided  by  distributed  operations  is  useless  unless 
the  Joint  Force  Commander  understands  what  it  can  do  for  him  and  leverages  the  required 
resources  to  support  it. 

Another  obstacle  is  the  issue  of  trust.  In  order  for  D.O.  to  work,  the  JFC  and  all  his 
subordinate  commanders  will  have  to  empower  their  small-unit  leaders  to  make  quick,  bold 
decisions  in  the  heat  of  battle.  Commanders  at  all  levels  will  have  to  trust  that  their 
lieutenants  and  non-commissioned  officers  are  capable  of  understanding  the  commander’s 
intent  and  taking  decisive  action,  without  first  asking  for  authorization,  to  achieve  the  desired 
end  state.  While  a  commander’s  trust  in  subordinates  will  be  partially  enabled  by  his 
confidence  in  the  training  his  subordinates  have  completed,  it  will  also  be  highly  dependant 
on  the  culture  of  his  service  and  unit.  Although  the  Marine  Corps  has  acknowledged  this 
requirement  and  has  taken  great  strides  to  push  authority  down  the  chain  of  command,  the 
level  of  trust  given  to  small  unit  leaders  still  remains  largely  dependant  on  the  command 
climate  of  specific  Marine  units.  Despite  this  inconsistency  among  units,  the  Marine  Corps 
as  a  whole  emphasizes,  trains,  and  practices  decentralized  execution  better  than  any  of  the 
other  services.  In  order  for  D.O.  to  be  employed  by  the  Joint  Force,  all  elements  of  the  force 
will  have  to  develop  and  adopt  this  critically  important  mindset. 

A  third  obstacle  that  must  be  overcome  is  the  ability  of  the  tactical  commander 
employing  D.O.  forces  to  leverage  the  support  of  Joint  Fires  in  a  joint  environment  where 
there  will  always  be  competing  priorities  for  the  use  of  limited  resources.  The 
experimentation  conducted  by  the  MCWL  has  identified  that  distributed  forces  will  be 
heavily  reliant  on  air-delivered  fires  because  currently  there  is  only  limited  ground-based  fire 
support  capable  of  supporting  the  distributed  operations  concept.  This  requirement  for  air- 
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delivered  fires  can  potentially  outstrip  the  ability  of  the  land  component  to  provide  them 
organically,  thus  making  the  D.O.  force  reliant  on  other  functional  components’  joint  fires 
capability.  While  educating  current  and  future  Joint  Force  Commanders  on  the  capabilities 
D.O.  can  provide  will  go  a  long  way  in  getting  resources  allocated  to  support  the  D.O.  force, 
the  Marine  Corps  must  develop  and  field  a  ground-based  fire  support  system  that  can 
adequately  support  distributed  operations  and  reduce  the  reliance  of  D.O.  forces  on  air- 
delivered  fires. 

Two  other  obstacles  that  must  be  overcome  before  D.O.  can  effectively  be  employed 
by  the  Joint  Force  are  related  to  infonnation  management  and  battlespace  geometry.  The 
volume  of  information  reported  to  the  Joint  Force  Headquarters  will  be  significantly 
increased  by  the  employment  of  a  D.O.  force.  Information  management  procedures  and 
technology  will  need  to  be  developed  to  filter,  process  and  analyze  the  increased  volume  of 
data  produced  by  the  D.O.  force.  Additionally,  the  conventional  coordination  measures  that 
govern  battlespace  geometry  will  need  to  be  reviewed  in  light  of  distributed  operations.  How 
will  the  employment  of  distributed  forces  across  vast  distances  affect  how  the  Joint  Force 
organizes  the  battlespace?  How  can  D.O.  be  leveraged  so  it  complements  the  Joint  Force  Air 
Component  Commander’s  ability  to  conduct  interdiction  and  deep  fires  rather  than  interfere 
with  them?  While  both  of  these  issues  are  beyond  the  scope  of  this  paper,  they  warrant 
further  thought  and  experimentation. 

Finally,  the  Marine  Corps  must  determine  how  a  Corps-wide  D.O.  capability  will 
affect  the  employment  of  Marine  reconnaissance  units.  Many  of  the  capabilities  inherent  in  a 
D.O. -capable  infantry  unit  overlap  the  capabilities  of  Marine  reconnaissance.  The  Marine 
Reconnaissance  Community  should  lead  an  effort  to  develop  employment  concepts, 


17 


operating  procedures  and  coordination  measures  to  integrate  reconnaissance  operations  with 
distributed  operations  in  a  manner  that  maximizes  the  different  capabilities  of  the  two  and 
minimizes  their  overlap.  The  amphibious  and  special  insertion  capabilities  resident  in 
Marine  Reconnaissance  units  is  a  good  place  to  start  this  effort.  These  capabilities  will 
enable  Marine  Reconnaissance  to  infiltrate  denied  areas  that  will  not  be  accessible  to  D.O.- 
capable  infantry  units.  Because  the  Marine  Corps’  effort  to  transfonn  the  D.O.  concept  into 
an  operational  capability  is  a  “fast-moving  train,”40  the  Marine  Reconnaissance  Community 
must  articulate  its  operational  relevance  in  the  light  of  distributed  operations  now. 

Distributed  operations  provides  the  JFC  with  an  expanded  capability  to  achieve 
operational  effects  through  the  employment  of  superbly-trained,  well  equipped,  tactical  units 
that  are  empowered  to  make  rapid  decisions  in  order  to  create  and  exploit  opportunities,  drive 
up  the  tempo  of  operations,  and  put  the  enemy  on  the  horns  of  dilemma.  The  time  is  now  to 
educate  the  Joint  Force  on  the  capabilities  and  employment  considerations  of  distributed 
operations  and  to  resource  the  technology  required  to  maximize  those  capabilities. 
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DISTRIBUTED  OPERATIONS  ENABLERS 


The  key  enablers  for  distributed  operations  are,  in  order  of  importance,  education, 
training  and  technology.  Enhanced  education  of  small-unit  “Fighter-Leaders”41  (fire  team, 
squad  and  platoon  leaders)  is  the  key  element  for  building  leaders  who  can  effectively  lead  a 
D.O.  force  that  is  separated  from  its  higher  headquarters.  This  education  focuses  on  effective 
decision-making  in  a  chaotic,  confusing,  intense  combat  environment.  ~  The  Marine  Corps 
recognizes  that  D.O.  forces  can  only  be  successful  if  they  are  led  by  self-sufficient, 
proficient,  and  capable  fighter-leaders  who  can  exercise  initiative  and  effective  decision¬ 
making  skills  to  translate  mission-type  orders  and  commander’s  intent  into  effective  combat 
actions.  Additionally,  this  education  will  provide  these  fighter-leaders  with  knowledge  of 
war-fighting  skills  such  as  fire  support  coordination,  intelligence  operations,  logistics  and 
other  skills  that  have  previously  been  the  realm  of  much  more  senior  Marines.43 

The  second  key  D.O.  enabler,  directly  subordinate  to  education,  is  training  in  two 
fundamental  areas:  physical  and  mental  skill.  In  the  physical  realm,  training  will  focus  on 
exceptional  proficiency  in  a  finite  set  of  “Corps  Skills”  ranging  from  basic  individual  tasks 
such  as  rifle  drills  to  basic  collective  tasks  such  as  team  movement  techniques.44  Upon 
mastery  of  these  Corps  Skills,  the  D.O.  force  will  graduate  to  training  on  mission-specific 
individual  and  collective  skills  such  as  reconnaissance  patrolling  and  raids.  An  essential 
capability  provided  by  mission-specific  training  is  the  ability  of  every  D.O.  squad  to  conduct 
tenninal  attack  control  of  joint  fires.43  Mental  training  will  encompass  training  that  enables 
all  members  of  the  D.O.  force  to  make  effective  decisions  within  their  sphere  of  influence. 
Rather  than  training  the  most  junior  leaders  and  followers  to  simply  exhibit  strict  obedience 
to  orders  and  do  as  they  are  told.  Marines  will  be  trained  and  empowered  to  exercise 
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initiative  and  constantly  make  effective  decisions  to  accomplish  their  assigned  task.  By 
driving  decision-making,  in  concert  with  commander’s  intent,  down  to  this  level,  D.O.  seeks 
to  accelerate  decision-making  to  a  speed  beyond  which  the  enemy  cannot  cope.46 

The  final  key  D.O.  enabler  is  technology.  In  keeping  with  the  Corps’  view  that  “war 
is  not  a  violent  clash  of  two  hostile,  independent  and  irreconcilable  sets  of  equipment”,47 
technology,  while  important,  is  considered  the  least  important  of  the  three  enablers. 
Technology  will  aid  the  application  of  tactical  skills,  speed  decision-making,  enhance 
coordinated  action,  and  enable  the  precise  application  of  firepower.  Technology  will 
enhance  the  capability  and  survivability  of  dispersed  units  and  make  the  fighter-leader’s  job 
easier,  but  it  will  not  surpass  the  primacy  of  his  ability  to  make  effective  decisions  that  lead 
to  dispersed,  coordinated  actions  in  concert  with  the  commander’s  intent.  D.O.  technology 
enhancements  include:  networked,  OTH/OM  communication  equipment;  individual, 
day/night,  IR  and  thennal  optics;  redundant,  line-of-sight  radios  equipped  down  to  the 
individual  level;  GPS  navigation  equipment;  digital  target  designation  equipment;  enhanced 
firepower  provided  by  additional  crew-served  weapons;  and  organic  vehicles  capable  of 
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being  internally  transported  in  the  MV-22  Osprey. 
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ARGENTINE  CRITICAL  FACTORS  AND  CENTER  OF  GRAVITY  ANALYSIS 


1 .  Operational-level  Critical  Strengths  (“Capabilities  considered  vital  for  the 
accomplishment  of  a  given  or  assumed  military  objective.”49): 

a.  Super  Etendards  armed  with  Exocets 

b.  Other  ground-based  attack  aircraft  (Skyhawks,  Pucaras,  Mirage) 

c.  Ground  Forces  employed  at  Darwin  and  Stanley  (III  and  X  Brigade  w/  6  infantry 
regiments) 

2.  Operational-level  Critical  Weaknesses  (Elements,  while  essential,  .  .are  grossly 
inadequate  to  perform  their  intended  function  or  task.”50): 

a.  Argentine  Surface  Fleet 

b.  Ground  Force  mobility 

c.  Training  and  integration  of  Argentine  Ground  Forces 

d.  Long  Sea  Lines  Of  Communication  (SLOCs)  &  ability  to  re-supply  forces  once  British 
are  in  the  Area  of  Operations  (AO) 

3.  Operational  Centers  of  Gravity  (“Those  characteristics,  capabilities,  or  sources  of  power 
from  which  a  military  force  derives  its  freedom  of  action,  physical  strength,  or  will  to 
fight.”51): 


a.  Prior  to  establishment  of  British  Landing  Force  Ashore 


Center  Of  Gravity 

Critical  Capability 

Critical  Requirement 

Critical 

Vulnerability 

Ground  based  air 
forces 

Sink  or  damage 
British  capital, 
transport  and 
amphibious  ships. 

-Effective  ISR 
-OCA  /  DCA 
-SEAD 

-Airfields  &  Infrastructure 

-Airborne  ISR 
-Airfields  & 
Infrastructure 

b.  After  establishment  of  British  Landing  Force  Ashore 


Center  Of 
Gravity 

Critical 

Capability 

Critical  Requirement 

Critical 

Vulnerability 

III  &  X  Infantry 
Brigades  defensive 
positions  at 
Darwin/Goose 

Green  and  Port 
Stanley 

Defeat  attacking 
British  ground 
forces 

-I&W 

-Counter-mobility 
-Observable  fields  of  fire 
-Pre-registered,  accurate 
fires  on  dead  space 
-Local  Fire  Superiority 
-Logistics  /  Sustainment 
-Cover  &  Concealment 
-SEAD 

I&W 

-Inferior  Fire 
Superiority 
-Long  SLOCs  & 
Logistic  capacity 
-SEAD 

Maneuver  against 
and  counter-attack 
British  Ground 

Forces 

-Operational  mobility 
(helicopters) 

-ISR 

-Security 

-Operational  mobility 
(helicopters) 

-ISR 

-Security 

Ground  based  air 
forces 

See  above. 

See  above. 

See  above. 
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